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HIRAM F. HAMMON, PIONEER
HOMESTEADER OF PALM BEACH
By

MARIAN R. T RUMBULL

Among the early settlers who helped to transform a stretch of Florida wilderness into a modern
city was Hiram F. Hammon, first homesteader of
what is now Palm Beach; and this account of him
and what he did has been gathered from family
recollections, * intimate papers of the Hammon and
Lanehart families, and several authoritative publications.
Mr. Hammon (known to many as Uncle Harley)
was born in Conneautville, a small town in northwestern Pennsylvania, in 1841, the only son of
Charles and Alvina Foster Hammon. His early
education was gained in the local public schools and
his first business venture was in connection with a
local flour mill. He volunteered for service in the
Northern army at the beginning of the war between
the states but was rejected because of his health
and never got beyond a blue uniform and the outposts of Harrisburg. Discouraged, and a victim
of rheumatism, he migrated South, seeking a climate
agreeable to his particular ailment.
He came to Titusville in the late '60’s and during
the next few years plied a boat along the Indian
River carrying occasional passengers, produce, and
mail. By this time he was so sold on Florida that
he took a homestead on Lake Worth, and that homestead is now Palm Beach. The property extended
from Royal Palm Parkway northward to the Bingham estate, reaching from the ocean to Lake Worth.
These 169.2 acres were later found by the United
*Mrs. Trumbull is the great grand niece of Hiram F. Gammon.
Her paper was read before the Florida Historical Society
at its regional meeting in Palm Beach on January 13 last.
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States Department of the Interior to be the most
valuable claim ever filed. After proceeds from sales
of this property had amounted to well over a million dollars, the Department sent a representative
to interview Mr. Hammond and make the only
known photograph of him.
In 1873 he made life-long friends of George Lainhart and William Lanehart, who, by the way, spelled
their names in different ways, each claiming to be
right. The reason for the difference in spelling
was generally said to be due to the fact that one
was a Democrat and the other a Republican. The
two spellings are still used by the present day
families. These friends settled at Palm Beach.
William Lanehart took a homestead adjoining Mr.
Hammon’s and they lived together in a palmetto
shack, a lazy humdrum sort of life in their newfound paradise with nearest post office, St. Lucie,
sixty-five miles away. Sometimes they received
mail every two or three weeks and at other times
not for two or three months, for deliveries were
made by people traveling south to settle and many
times they were few and far between. The nearest
clothing and grocery store was at Titusville-125
miles. As there was no mode of transportation by
land, the trips into town were made on a fortyfoot sharpie.
In January 1878 the monotony was broken by the
appearance of a Spanish boat aground on the beach
laden with coconuts and hides and bound from Havana to Barcelona. Uncle Harley and Mr. Lanehart
were the first to greet the strangers, who attempted
to explain in Spanish that they had lost their course
and were wondering if this was Mexico. It was later
suggested that the cargo was heavily insured and
purposely beached ; but be that as it may, the pioneers were told to help themselves to the 20,000
coconuts. Of these 14,000 were planted and thence
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came the lovely waving palms of which we Floridians are so proud. Later the underwriters sold
the old wreck at auction. Of course, money was
one thing that these old settlers didn’t have, but
Mr. Lanehart got the prize for $20.80. The captain
and his crew enjoyed life on the beach, living on
fish and game and keeping well saturated with a
Spanish wine which was part of the cargo. In a
short time they were picked up by a passing vessel
which they hailed, but the coconuts remained and
are with us still.
The ocean was most kind to these old settlers, as
many necessities as well as luxuries were washed
right up to their front doors. Once they were running short of lard and 2800 pounds washed onto
their beach. Sails which had been discarded from
boats were made into grand duck suits; and occasional news, such President Garfield’s death, was
thrown from a passing freight boat to a fisherman’s
sharpie.
At one time Uncle Harley thought that maybe,
after all, Florida should be given back to the
Indians, and that Cuba would be a better place to
live. So he put a mule and his favorite cow on
board the sharpie and started out. This idea was
soon downed, for after one attempt at raising cucumbers in Cuba he was more than content to return to his Florida homestead.
Life went on in this southern clime and Uncle
Harley’s rheumatism was only a memory. After
the railroad was built, he made it a habit to go
North every year or so. On these visits he replenished his wardrobe, buying a certain type of
shoe and other specialties for his rugged life. Then
he would settle down to impressing his family by
recounting the wonders of Florida. He was most
anxious that my great grandfather purchase what
is now Clematis Avenue in West Palm Beach; but
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no, my grandfather thought it was too far from
the ocean to be worth the $300.00.
As time passed, Uncle’s mother would come and
spend the winter months with him, living in a most
primitive sort of way. She would bring such souvenir presents back to Pennsylvania as lovely rattlesnake hides, wildcat pelts and countless shells. When
automobiles came into use the family allowed one
month to get to Florida over terrible roads with
no decent accomodations along much of the route;
however, they felt more than repaid by the time
spent in the Florida sunshine. More and more
people were now beginning to come to Palm Beach
for the season, which at this time opened on January 2nd and ended with the closing of the railroad
hotel on February 23rd. Then the Palm Beachers
settled down to their regular life.
The pioneers realized that they must get a little
cash and the tourists were the most logical source,
but there was only six weeks in which to do it.
Uncle Harley got the idea that a portion of his land
(which is now the Everglades Club), being a very
heavy jungle growth, would be an attraction to
tourists. Through this he cut trails just wide
enough for an Afri-mobile, the popular name then
for wheel chairs. They wound back and forth
through the jungle at times so close together that
they were only two feet apart, but so thick was
the growth that you couldn’t see through to the
next path. When you finally arrived at the shores
of Lake Worth, the big moment of the trip was at
hand. Here “Alligator Joe” entertained all sightseers with an exhibition of alligator feeding and
riding. From one cleared space you could see
through to an orange grove which belonged to Mr.
Lanehart. The tourists were spell-bound at the
growing fruit ; but just wait, Mr. Hammon had
taken care of their being able to drink fruit juice
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from that very grove. At the end of the trail was
a big barrel of fruit juice with a large tin cup hanging over the side. All of this for only fifty cents,
and the tourist surely fell for the trip; and Uncle
was elated because this paid his taxes on the homestead that was later to be the winter homes of
Vanderbilt and others.
In the early days Mr. Hammon gave the Pioneer
Association a lot for a cemetery. It was on Worth
Avenue, near the ocean. Of course, he had no idea
of what Worth Avenue would become, but he did
know that it was a choice part of his homestead.
There was hardly room in this one lot for the final
resting place of the eighty-four worthy pioneers.
But the aristocratic winter visitors didn’t relish the
idea of having a cemetery there, even for the founders of Palm Beach; so the lot was sold and the
proceeds together with a donation from West Palm
Beach was applied on the purchase of land between
Dixie and Olive streets. During his last days Mr.
Hammon gave the Pioneer Association a lot in Palm
Beach for the erection of a building, later this was
also sold and the building built from the proceeds
on less valuable property.
During the summer of 1917, when Uncle was making his annual visit North and my parents’marriage had just taken place, he persuaded them to
come to Florida; and it was in 1919 that Uncle first
adventured in growing beans, tomatoes, and eggplant in the muck lands bordering Lake Okeechobee
at what is now Canal Point. During his last years
he turned his eyes southward to the present site of
the Hammon Development Company, growers of
vegetables at Pompano. Mr. Hammond passed on
in November of 1922, and was buried in Conneautville, Pennsylvania. He had never married and his
business interests passed to the decendants of his
only surviving sister Mrs. Ella Hammon Power.
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